Holy Cow! The Etymology, Definitions, and Uses of the Word “Holy” by Wible, Korynn
Indiana University – Purdue University Fort Wayne
Opus: Research & Creativity at IPFW
2013 IPFW Student Research and Creative
Endeavor Symposium
IPFW Student Research and Creative Endeavor
Symposium
4-12-2013
Holy Cow! The Etymology, Definitions, and Uses
of the Word “Holy”
Korynn Wible
Indiana University - Purdue University Fort Wayne
Follow this and additional works at: http://opus.ipfw.edu/stu_symp2013
Part of the English Language and Literature Commons
This is brought to you for free and open access by the IPFW Student Research and Creative Endeavor Symposium at Opus: Research & Creativity at
IPFW. It has been accepted for inclusion in 2013 IPFW Student Research and Creative Endeavor Symposium by an authorized administrator of Opus:
Research & Creativity at IPFW. For more information, please contact admin@lib.ipfw.edu.
Recommended Citation
Wible, Korynn, "Holy Cow! The Etymology, Definitions, and Uses of the Word “Holy”" (2013). 2013 IPFW Student Research and
Creative Endeavor Symposium. Book 56.
http://opus.ipfw.edu/stu_symp2013/56
  
  
Holy Cow! The Etymological History of the Word “Holy” 
By: Korynn Wible ~ G301 History of the English Language 
 
ABSTRACT 
How did the religious term holy  evolve 
into common expressions like “holy cow?” 
This linguistics research project 
expounds upon the origin, definition, and 
various uses of the word holy.  
 
 
 
 
 
DEFINITION 
Oxford English Dictionary 
 
“consecrated, dedicated, sacred” 
 
 
 
HOMONYMS  
 
Two words that sound the same but 
have different definitions 
 
Holy: sacred  
 
Holey: state of having holes 
 
 
 
ETYMOLOGY 
 
Oxford English Dictionary 
 
*Old English: halig or hailo 
 
*likely to mean “inviolate, whole” 
 
*uncertain of pre-Christian definition 
 
*cannot prove to be related to the Latin 
term sanctus 
 
 
USES 
 
Holy is used in excited exclamations, 
such as “holy cow” 
 
Two Possible Origins for Holy Mackerel 
 
- Catholic euphemism for “Holy Mary” 
since Catholics eat fish on Fridays 
 
- selling fish on Sundays in the 17th 
century, so mackerel was humorously 
considered “holy” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
OVERUSE  
 
Overuse diminishes intensity 
 
Other words that have lost intensity 
 
*awesome: profoundly reverential 
 
*terrific: causing terror, terrifying 
 
PURPOSE 
 
I completed my research for the word 
holy  in Dr. Fleming’s linguistics class. 
The objective was to study the 
etymology, definition(s), and usage of 
our chosen word.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
CONCLUSION 
 
Through my research, I have learned 
that the word holy  most likely derives 
from the Old English words halig or hailo. 
The definition has a religious meaning 
and holy  is frequently confused with its 
homonym holey.  Overuse of the word 
holy  has weakened its intensity and holy 
has been used in common exclamations 
such as “holy mackerel” for centuries.  
 
 
 
Holy Moly! 
 
